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TOP STORIES

Spota and top aide
plotted to obstruct
justice: court papers

BY ROBERT E. KESSLER

robert.kessler@newsday.com

Thomas Spota, while Suffolk
district attorney in June 2015,
demanded that a Suffolk police
officer find out which officer
was an informant against his
protégé, then-police Chief of
Department James Burke,
telling the officer that anyone
feeding information to federal
investigators was “dead” and
“they would never work in Suf-
folk County again,” according
to papers filed Thursday by fed-
eral prosecutors.

Spota made the demand after
he found out that federal inves-
tigators had reopened a dor-
mant investigation started in
2013 into whether there was a
cover-up of Burke’s beating of a
man who broke into his depart-
ment SUV, according to the pa-
pers. The documents are part
of pretrial motions in the ob-
struction of justice case against
Spota and a chief aide, Christo-
pher McPartland.

Spota “went nuts” and told a
cooperating defendant that it
was “not possible” that the in-
vestigation had been reopened,
the court papers say. This offi-
cer is identified in the papers
only as CD], for Cooperating
Defendant 1. He pleaded guilty
to conspiracy to obstruct jus-
tice as part of a cooperation
agreement with the govern-
ment and is awaiting sentenc-
ing, the papers say.

McPartland said at the meet-
ing that he thought a particular
police officer was a “rat” and
he ordered CD1 to “get his guys
in order” and to “take his guys’
temperature and confront them
one-on-one about whether they
were a ‘rat,” ” the papers say.

The documents unsealed
Thursday are the government’s
response to the pretrial motions
by Spota and McPartland to dis-
miss certain indictment counts,
including obstruction of justice,
and force prosecutors to pro-
duce certain evidence, including
the identities of prosecution wit-

Then-Suffolk DA Spota leaves court in 2017.

nesses. Unsealed were investiga-
tors’ request to search a bank
safe-deposit box and a search
warrant for records of cell-
phones used by the defendants.

These records reveal in de-
tail for the first time how Suf-
folk’s then-top law enforce-
ment officers allegedly master-
minded a cover-up that was
wide-ranging and how the gov-
ernment’s probe was just as ex-
tensive. The defendants held
key meetings at the district at-
torney’s office and St. Patrick’s
Roman Catholic Church in
Smithtown, according to the
documents. The defendants
used their government-issued
cellphones and private ones to
allegedly update each other on
the federal investigation and
plan their responses.

In asking the court to deny the
defendants’ motions, prosecu-
tors called them “nothing more
than an attempt to obtain a de-
tailed preview of the govern-
ment’s evidence prior to trial.”
Revealing the identities of their
informants and witnesses, the
prosecution argued, would en-
danger them and possibly hurt
the “integrity” of the trial.

The prosecution papers say
the cover-up of the beating
began almost as soon as it hap-
pened at the Fourth Precinct in
Hauppauge on Dec. 14, 2012.

Christopher Loeb had bro-
ken into Burke’s vehicle and
stolen a duffel bag containing a
gun belt, loaded gun maga-
zines, cigars, sex toys and what
Loeb later described as “nasty”
pornography. Burke, who is
now in a halfway house, is serv-
ing a 46-month sentence after
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James Burke in December 2015.

pleading guilty to violating
Loeb’s civil rights and conspir-
ing to obstruct justice. Burke
and McPartland were at the
June 2015 meeting in Spota’s of-
fice, prosecutors say.

The papers say Spota and Mc-
Partland, as part of the cover-
up, required police witnesses
to obtain lawyers through the
Suffolk County Police Benevo-
lent Assocation and the Suffolk
County Detectives Assocation
and to get legal representation
from a list of attorneys ap-
proved by Burke’s lawyer.

The prosecution contends
the two arranged “for high-rank-
ing members of the SCPD and
union officials to interact with
potential witnesses to
gather further information and
control the flow of informa-
tion.”

After the June 2015 meeting
in Spota’s office, the papers say
that “multiple meetings took
place at which the conspiracy
to obstruct the federal investiga-
tion continued” with the confi-
dential witness, Burke, Spota,
McPartland and sometimes oth-
ers until Burke was arrested in
December 2015.

In an August 2015 meeting to
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discuss the federal probe, the
court papers say, McPartland re-
ferred to the beating and said of
the victim: “John Doe did not get
beaten badly and there were no
marks and that nothing would
happen as long as the people
that were in the room with John
Doe did not talk.”

Spota’s attorney, Alan Vine-
grad, reached Thursday night,
said: “Tom adamantly denies
and disputes the charges
against him.”

McPartland’s attorney, Larry
Krantz, said Thursday night:
“Mr. McPartland strongly de-
nies the charges and looks for-
ward to the trial when the gov-
ernment’s accusations will fi-
nally be tested.”

Burke’s attorney did not re-
turn calls for comment.

The prosecution papers say
Burke, while in prison, ar-
ranged for others to pass on
$25,000 in cash to McPartland
after the Spota aide “began to
cry” to a mutual friend that he
needed the money for his legal
defense. The cash came from a
safe-deposit box Burke had in
the Lake Grove branch of TD
Bank, the papers say. The pa-
pers include an unsealed 2017
search warrant for the safe-de-
posit box, prosecutors say.

The papers also include an
unsealed 2016 federal search
warrant on the location of cell-
tower sites of 10 cellphones of
Spota, McPartland, Burke and
five unnamed Suffolk police of-
ficers. The tower locations
were used to verify the officers’
presence at various meetings,
according to prosecutors.

Spota and McPartland were
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charged in October 2017, more
than a year after Burke was sen-
tenced. Their trial is scheduled
for May.

Acting Eastern District U.S.
Attorney Bridget Rohde said
at the time: “Over a period of
more than four years, the de-
fendants attempted to cover
up the assault of a handcuffed
prisoner by Burke by obstruct-
ing the federal grand jury in-
vestigation and, when they
learned that the scope the in-
vestigation expanded into an
investigation of obstructive
conduct, the defendants then
attempted to obstruct the ob-
struction investigation.”

Documents filed then by
the federal prosecutors in the
case, John Durham and Lara
Treinis Gatz, did not go into
specific details.

But Durham and Treinis Gatz
said then that Spota and McPart-
land “operated in a manner more
akin to a criminal enterprise
than a district attorney’s office,”
and that the evidence against the
two Suffolk officials was “over-
whelming and consists of
dozens of witnesses . . . fully
corroborated by numerous
sources of evidence . . . includ-
ing telephone call detail records,
cell site records, photographs, fi-
nancial records . . . and other
documentary evidence.”

The prosecutors added that
many of the government’s wit-
nesses were members of the
Suffolk District Attorney’s Of-
fice or the Suffolk police de-
partment.

Spota and McPartland each
have been charged with four
felony counts: conspiracy to
tamper with witnesses and ob-
struct an official proceeding;
witness tampering and obstruc-
tion of an official proceeding;
obstruction of justice; and ac-
cessory after the fact to the de-
privation of civil rights.

If convicted, they each could
face up to 20 years in prison.

Spota and McPartland have
each been out on $500,000
bond since their arrests. They
have been barred from contact-
ing witnesses in the case and
are permitted to talk with each
other only in the presence of
their attorneys.

With Andrew Smith
and Ellen Yan
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